Gender difference in socio-epidemiological factors for leprosy in the most hyper-endemic district of Nepal.
Leprosy which has caused stigma and social ostracism for millennium is nearing elimination worldwide as a public health problem, but the leprosy burden in Nepal is still 4.4 times greater than WHO's target level of less than one case per 10,000 population. Although leprosy affects both the sexes, in most parts of the world males are affected more than females at a ratio of 2:1. The general objective of the study was to investigate the gender difference in socio-epidemiological factors for leprosy. The analytic cross-sectional study was carried out in one of the most hyper endemic district- Dhanusa district of Nepal. Stratified random sampling method was applied for the selection of the patients. Chi-square/Fisher's exact test was applied to assess statistically significant differences in values between males and females. There were 580 leprosy patients (385 male and 195 female) aged above 15 years registered for multi drug therapy between April 1, 2001 to March 31,2002 in the 16 main health centers of the district. Out of 580 patients, 273 patients (183 males and 90 females) were included in the study in order to collect the data on socio-demographics, patient's knowledge on leprosy, treatment seeking behaviour, and social problems faced by the patients. Data were collected using a structured interview schedule. The mean age of the male patients was 45.1 years (range 15-77 years) and female patients were 40.3 years (range 15-75 years). Among male patients 93.4% were married while among female patients 70.0% were married. Among male patients 51.9% were illiterate whereas 71.1% were illiterate among female patients. Most of the patients (69.6%) lived in joint family and the rest in nuclear family. Among male patients, 86.9% had good knowledge about the disease compared to 73.3% among females. This study showed that among the female patients 12.2% were facing high level of social problems, while among male patients only 4.4% were facing the same. About 15% patients had poor treatment seeking behaviors (8.2% among males and 27.8% among females). A significant gender differences among leprosy patients have been found in age distribution, educational status, marital status, caste types, family members, and overall knowledge on the general aspect of leprosy, social problems faced by the patients and treatment seeking behaviour.